
 H.R. 3654: The SAFE Commission Act 
A Bipartisan Solution  

 
A Perfect Storm Approaches 

 
America’s entitlement spending programs – Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid, also known as mandatory 

spending programs – are growing at unsustainable rates.  While our nation rightly has made a commitment to fund these 
important programs for all eligible citizens, it is now clear that without urgent attention we will be unable to continue to 
do so.   

  
The combination of the retirement of the baby boom generation, an aging population, and rising health care 

costs has created a “perfect storm” of unfunded entitlement obligations.  This “tidal wave of debt” threatens to sink not 
only these programs, but our nation with it.   

 
 The size of this looming debt is almost unfathomable.  The U.S. taxpayers’ liabilities and unfunded 

commitments for future spending on Social Security and Medicare are now estimated at $53 trillion. That translates to 
about $455,000 per U.S. household. Of growing concern, too, is the spike in foreign-held U.S. debt, especially by 
China and oil-exporting countries.  
 

Obligation to Future Generations 
 

It is critical that our children and grandchildren have all the opportunities that Americans have today. Our 
nation’s financial outlook will not fix itself and Congress has a moral obligation to address this issue. However, with 
political gridlock in Washington, it is necessary to form a bipartisan commission to force lawmakers to act. 
 

The Bottom Line: The Greatest Financial Challenge of Our Time 
 

The long-term outlook is daunting, and the longer we wait to regain sound financial footing, the harder the 
adjustments will be.  Entitlement spending is now the largest portion of the federal budget, having grown from one-third 
of spending in 1965 to nearly two-thirds in 2007.  This trend will continue and this wave of spending will grow ever 
larger in coming years, until it consumes all taxpayer spending.   
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Discretionary Spending Mandatory Spending
 

 
Simply put, this will leave no money for any spending on defense, homeland security, education, 

transportation, science, energy, or research and development programs, referred to as “discretionary” spending. 
We won’t have money for important medical research initiatives which are making cures for diseases such as cancer, 
Alzheimer’s, and Parkinson’s a real possibility.   

 
In January 2008, Moody’s Investors Service concluded that the United States could lose its triple-A bond rating 

by 2012 because of the staggering debt it owes.  It would continue to be downgraded in subsequent years reaching junk 
bond status; making investment in the U.S. as risky as developing nations. This is the great financial challenge of our 
time and the consequences of failing to act now are grave. 

 



           
 

How would the SAFE Commission work?  
 

If H.R. 3654 becomes public law: 
 
▪ A bipartisan 16-member commission would be formed to review entitlement spending (Social 

Security, Medicare, Medicaid), tax policy, and all other federal spending.  
 
▪ The commission would hold town hall style meetings across the country, educating the American 

people about the nation’s financial future and listening to ideas on tackling the issue.  
 
▪ The commission, by three-fourths majority, would submit a legislative proposal to Congress which 

would detail a plan to address long-term solvency.  The president and Congress would then have 
the opportunity to offer plans.  

 
▪ Congress would be mandated to vote up or down on the commission’s legislative proposal, as well 

as any alternatives offered by the president or other members of Congress, as a whole. This process 
is modeled after the process used to close military bases. Requiring action is what makes 
SAFE unique and not just another open-ended commission.  

 
  

Who supports the SAFE Commission? 
 
▪ Over 80 bipartisan members of Congress, from Republican leadership to all of the Democrat Blue-

Dog Coalition co-chairs. Please visit www.wolf.house.gov for an up-to-date list of cosponsors.  
 
 
▪ Policy groups from across the political spectrum, including the Heritage Foundation, the Brookings 

Institution, the Concord Coalition and the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget.  
 
 
▪ Leading voices in the business community, including the Business Roundtable and the National 

Federation of Independent Business.   
 
 
▪ Newspapers across the country including The Washington Times, The Washington Examiner, 

The Richmond Times-Dispatch and The Tennessean have editorialized about our country’s 
financial situation and endorsed the SAFE Commission as a way forward.  

 
▪  National syndicated columnists, including David Broder, Robert Samuelson, and David Brooks.  
 
 
▪ Senate Budget Chairman Kent Conrad (D-ND), Ranking Budget Committee Senator  

Judd Gregg (R-NH), and Senator George Voinovich have introduced similar legislation in the  
Senate (S. 2063).   

                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                            

http://www.wolf.house.gov/


 

What is being said about SAFE? 
 

 
“President Bush should endorse the need for a Fiscal Future Commission like the one outlined in the bills 

sponsored by Reps. Cooper and Wolf, and Senators Conrad and Gregg. These bills would make recommendations 
to the next president and next Congress for action on this important issue.” 

 
~ U.S. Comptroller David Walker (1998-2008), The Birmingham News, 2/20/2008   

 
 
“The bill – H.R. 3654 – would give the commission some teeth by requiring Congress to take an up-or-

down vote on the recommendation from a 16-member bipartisan panel.”  
  

~ Richmond Times Dispatch, 2/16/2008  
 
 
“Two rays of bipartisan sunlight appear to be trying to shine through the clouds casting dark shadows on 

the nation’s long-term fiscal horizon…The two rays of bipartisan sunshine take the form of legislative proposals 
working their way through the House and Senate.”  

 
 ~ The Washington Times, 9/25/2007   

 
 
“The idea is that hard decisions are too difficult for politicians and must be delegated…The SAFE 

Commission would address the big problems with big solutions.”  
 

  ~ The Florida Times-Union, 3/20/2007  
 
 
“What would distinguish this commission from its many predecessors is that Congress would have to vote 

on its recommendations.”  
  

~ Robert J. Samuelson, The Washington Post, 10/3/2007  
 
 

“The Commission would come up with a plan to restore fiscal balance, and the plan would immediately go 
to Congress for an up-or-down vote.” 

 
  ~ David Brooks, The New York Times, 9/29/2007  

 
 

“When Congress lacked the political will to act on military realignment and base closures, it created a 
series of commissions staffed by bipartisan experts to render recommendations. Congress then gave the 
recommendation straight up-or-down votes. If Congress lacks the political will to make difficult decisions on 
entitlement spending, it should follow that model.”  

 
~ San Antonio Express-News, 3/29/2008  
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WE CANNOT SAY WE DID NOT 
KNOW 

The SPEAKER pro tempore. Under a 
previous order of the House, the gen
tleman from Virginia (Mr. WOLF) is 
recognized for 5 minutes. 

Mr. WOLF. In his first speech in the 
British Parliament in 1789 describing 
the slave trade, William Wilberforce 
concluded telling his colleagues this, 
he said, "Having heard all of this, you 
may choose to look the other way, but 
you can never again say you did not 
know." 

Not one Member of the !lOth Con
gress can say they do fiat know about 
the Nation's long-term financial out
look which former Comptroller General 
David Walker said will "result in a tsu
nami of spending and debt that could 
swamp our ship of state." 

Accor(ling to the Government Ac
countability Office, America is $5.3 
trillion deep in publicly held debt and 
has estimated $54.3 trillion in unfunded 
promised benefits if we don't change 
our current course. And that is tril
lions with a "T." 

The Social Security Medicare Trust
ees Report recently issued only rein
forces the dire condition of our fiscal 
health. The Medicare Trustees Report 
concluded that consideration of re
forms to ensure the financial security 
of Medicare must occur, stating, "the 
sooner the solutions are enacted, the 
more flexible and gradual they can be." 
The Social Security reIlort echoes this 
sense of urgency, saying, "The pro
jected trust fund deficits should be ad
dressed in a timely manner. Making 
adjustments sooner will anow them to 
be spread over more generations." \ 

And if those dire projections are not 
enough to raise the warning nags, cou
ple th'ose with the fact that the value 
of the dollar is falling through the 
Ooor. What more evidence do we need 
to realize that our children and grand
children cannot afford to have their 
leaders choose to look the other waY'!· 

I was so disappointed that Treasury 
Secretary Paulson's focus is not on 
this issue. r told him today when he 
testified before the State and Foreign 
Operations Appropriations Sub· 
committee that I believe he is one of 
the most qualified Treasury Secre
taries our Nation has had. He has a 
brilliant ·mind, but his attention isn't 
on the 'most fundamental of all issues, 
the economic future of America. 

I was a1so disappointed that he didn't 
answer my question about the projec
tions credible rating agencies, such as 
Moody'S Investment Service. are mak
ing about the U.S. triple-A bond rating 
being at risk as early as year 2012. I 
also asked Secretary Paulson what the 
ramifications of this loss would be. He 
didn't answer that question either. 

Just last week, Congressman JIM 
COOPER and I sat in on a roundtable 
discussion held by Maya MacGuineas 
and the Committee for a Responsible 
Federal Budget, and they have done a 
great job. It was just sucb a diverse 
group from the business. finance and 
policy communities, former CBO direc
tors, former OMB directors, think 
tanks, political views across the spec
trum, the Heritage Foundation and the 
Brookings Institution included. Almost 
everyone expressed concern about the 
entitlement crisis we are facing. This 
is not only an economic issue. it is also 
generational and a moral issue. 

You may have read Pete Peterson's 
editorial in Newsweek this week. He 
ended by quoting Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
the German pastor who was instru
mental 'in the resistance movement 
against fascist Germany. He said; "The 
ultimate test of a moral society is the 
kind of world it leaves to its children." 

I cannot help but wonder what sort of 
future today's partisan Washington is 
leaving to generations to come. If we 
can come together, both sides of the 
aisle. we can ensure that our children 
and our grandchildren have all the op
portunity that you and I bave had. JIM 
COOPER and I are working together on 
the Cooper-Wolf SAFE Commission, 
with over 80 bipartisan cosponsors.

If anyone has another viable plan to 
address our entitlement tsunami, we're 

anxious to hear it. But we cannot con
tinue the status quo. Doing nothing Is 
not acceptable. 

Wilberforce's admonition rings as 
true today as it did in 1789. "Having 
heard all this, you may choose to look 
the other way, but you can never again. 
say that you do not know." 

We know, and it's on our watch. Let's 
fix it. 
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